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upon the virtuous hero, but in either case it is the economic
aspect that interests her.
The larger farmers were, in their way, as comfortable as the
landowners, though they grumbled about the tithe and the poor-
rate. They aped the manners of 'gentlefolk/ hunted and drank
and gambled The traditional figure of John Bull is derived from
this period; it is curious that he should have been accepted,
down to the present day, as the type of an overwhelmingly
urban nation.
There was a dreadful moment, in 1815, when the country
gentry and the farmers feared that their pleasant manner of life
was to be brought to an abrupt end. The war was over, and it
was possible to import grain from abroad. The harvest at home
was bad, and foreigners were offering wheat at a price with which
British produce could not compete. There was acute distress in
the industrial regions, because foreign nations were erecting
tariffs against British manufactures. But Parliament listened to
the complaints of landowners and farmers, and imposed a heavy
duty on foreign grain. As a result, the richer classes in the
country remained rich—at what cost to the rest of the nation we
shall see.
The life of the rural wage-earners in England in the early
nineteenth century presented such an extreme contrast to the
prosperity of the gentry that it is difficult to understand the
bland complacency of the upper classes. The Continental peas-
antry, except in France, and in some parts of Germany, were
wretched enough, but their misery was of long standing and
was, on the whole, in process of amelioration. But in England
from 1760 onwards there had been a steady deterioration in the
condition of the rural poor, though the change was silent and
almost unnoticed. The landless class, which hardly existed on the
Continent, was greatly augmented, and supplied the human
material essential to the rapid rise of British industrialism. Most
historians did not adequately realize the miseries which resulted
from the altered position of the rural wage-earner until the
publication, in 1911, of The Village Labourer,, by J. L. and
Barbara Hammond, a massive and horrifying indictment of upper-
class greed.
The instruments of spoliation of the poor by the rich were
various; the two most important were enclosures and the Poor
Law.
The history of enclosures, apart from its intrinsic interest, is

